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Molefi K. Asante's Afrocentric methodology was used 
in analysing the rhetoric of Congress wcman Shirley Chisholm, writer 
Toni Morrison, and sociologist Bobert Staples on the women's 
movement- Ihree conclusions were drawn from this analysis: (1) that 
the- three rhetors noted more differences than similarities between 
black and white females; (2) that they had varying opinions on 
whether black females should join with white females in the women's 
movement: and (3) that they disagreed on whether the impact of 
feninist rhetoric on the black community was positive or negative. In 
addition to analyzing messages for content, the three spokespersons 
were ranked in two major categories — best rhetorical effort and. best 
Afrocentric effort. The analysis indicated that Chisholm ranked 
higher on rhetorical effort, probably because she ha,d appeal to 
broader audiences, while Morrison and Staples ranked equally high on 
overall Afrocentric efforts. (Appendixes contain a copy of the 
measurement instrument used in the study and lists for each rhetor 
summarizing similarities and differences between black females and 
white females. A selected bibliography on the topic is also 
included- > (BI) 
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A jRHETOHICAL ANALYSIS ON BLACK AMERICAN WOMEN 

BEGARDING THE WOMEN'S LIBERATION MOVEMENT 

Dorothy Wllllsiason-Ige , Ph.D. 
Bowling Green State University 
Bowling Green, Ohio 
Program Code 02.0? 

Experts In the field of speech communication have long been 
concerned with analyzing the spoken word. Recently, with In- 
creased media attention on social Issues, some rhetoricians 
hav« turned to the study of social movements. At the same time, 
cross cialtural communication has gained some long desired attention. 
This study combines the rhetoric of social movements and cross- 
cultural communication through viewing the Women's Movement of 
the majority society in the United States across culturesr-spe- 
clflcally from the perspective of African-American culture. 

A significant amount of rhetoric has evolved around the 
Women's Liberation Movement in the United States. However, 
until the 1980s, this rhetoric seems to have had little effect 
.on the majority of African- American femaleSc This may lead one 
to ask "Why has the rhetoric not had more positive impact on 
black women and drawn them Into the folds with Women's Liberation 
advocates of the larger society?" Shirley Chisholm, Tonl 
Morrison, and Robert Staples have speculated on this qdestion. 
They offer numerous explanations for the hesitancy of black 
women in embracing the Women's Liberation Movement of Caucasian 
society. Their reactions are summarized below. 

In an effort to reaaln concise, this paper represents a 
report of a rhetorical study rather than the rhetorical study 
itself. Readers interested in detailed examples of actual rhetoric 
analyzed may refer to the more detailed work by the present author.^ 



The fact that black Anerlcan rhetoric Is analyzed does not msan 
that only black input is included. In a country with as rr.any diverse 
cultures as the United States, little, if any. rhetoric exists in 
isolation. Since the social movement in America largely grew and 
jnatured in Caucasian culture, a significant amount of black rhetoric 
refers to arguments stated by prolific white American spokespersons 
pro and con on the issues. Gloria Steinem and Betty Friedan, for 
instance, are referred to in the study, Yet the critic's prirr.ary 
focus is oA black rhetorical response to the Women's Liberation tbve- 
iri3nt. 

This study critically examines the rekindled Feminist Kovement 
of the 196bs to the present time. This era of the Woinen's Liberation 
Movement is chosen because the researcher is interested in th<» impact 
of this. ^>articular body of rhetoric on the present Wowen's Hove/nent. 

The purpose of the study is to analyze and offer criticism of 
the rhetoric of three African-Americans regarding several important 
issues of the Feminist Kovement. The three spokespersons chosen are: 
congresswoi*>an Shirley Chisholm. editor and writer Toni Morrison, and 
professor and sociologist Dr, Robert Staples. They will be referred 
to as rhetors or spokespersons while the researcher will be referred 
to as the critic throughout the study. The rhetoric of Chisholm. 
Morrison; and Staples is chosen because of the different perspectives 
that the rhetoric offers. Shirley Chisholm takes a pro-Women's 
Movement view but from a political perspective. Toni Morrison's 
rhetoric seems appropriate because of Its divergence from other rhetars. 



Hsr widely publicised articles as well as her novels reveal skepticism 
end distrust for wMte American women and the movement. Robert 
Staples' ideas are chosen not only to add male ptrspective but be- 
cause his messages seem to include a combined approach of pro and con 
opinions on the Feminist 'tiovemsnt. ^ 

The terra rhetoric is used broadly to refer to persuasive verbal 
and nonverbal coimuni cation regarding African-American fenales and the 
Woren's I'.ovement. Rhetoric can be viewed as practical, popular dis- 
co: -se which oan serve to alter reality. The rhetoric of the Women's 
Liberation Movement has had an Impact on society. Analyzing the im- 
pact of such rhetoric on the African-American coir?nunity is the major 
concern of tHis study. Such an analysis should provide an Increased 
= understanding of nan's communication behavior in social movetnent 
settings. _ 

Rationale 

The study is significant for several reasons. First, although 
there have been works concerning the Hack Movetrient and the Women's 
Movenent in Ainerlca as well as studies on sex/race stereotyping, a 
diligent search of the literature has not r€vc aled any work that offers 
a rhetorical analysis or criticism of black American rhetoric on the 
Women's Movement. Rhetorical research in this area is clearly lacking. 

Second, given our current social ar\d political problems concerning 
sex and race, such crosscultural research on the Women's Hovement 
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^-should be. wel comed by gr oups seeking equality of women and ethnic 
groups. The study should be important^o actTVe supporterrijf the 
Feminist Movement if they are Interested In attracting ethnic groups 
into the moveinent-Afri can-American or othervn'se. The proposed 
analysis may offer clues for improving strategies and tactics in 
bringing minority members into more active participation in the 

Feminist Movement. 

A third reason concerns black women and the larger white 
American society. Black women may want guidance as to the stand they 
- should take on women's issues. A synthesis and analysis of black 
leaders' statements on the. subject should offer insight and direction 
from an African-AmeVican perspective. Similarly, Caucasian-Anericans 
may be perplexed by the seemingly passive attitude of black people 
(who have been obvious victims of discrimination) toward th& Women's 
Movemeo^. Black American response may offer information that can help 

clear up sujch confusion. 

A fj>Orth.and Important rationale for the study concerns those 
interred in speech comunication; particularly crosscul tural Study. 
On the public school level, this study may help teachers and administra- 
tors become more cognizant and sensitive to primary concerns of black 
women. The 1980 Teacher Redesign Program in Speech Education in the 
state of Ohio calls for proficiency in intercultural education. With 
minority groups demanding more attentioti. other states may move in the 
same direction. This study. In part, responds to that call. On the 
general education level, objectives, strategies, and program evaluations 
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can possibly reflect awareness and sensitivity of the race/sex 
paradigm treated in this study. 

In addition to Speech Comunication education, the crosscultural , 
nature of the study should also contribute theoretically to other 
speech communication areas such as interpersonal connuni cation, 
organizational communication, mass coimuni cation, and rhetoric. Be- 
coming aware of varying perceptions, sensitivity, and^tereotyping, 
may lead to improved interpersonal communication in sex/race relation- 
ships. Information on sex/race bias can be treated in terms of 
specific work settings and the larger business world. The, same know- 
ledge can also be related to print and broadcast media in mass comnuni- 
cation. The study also contributes to rhetorical theory and critical 
methodology through the discussion of social movement rhetoric and 
communication behavior during such movements. 

A study that addresses itself to black women is significant. As 
the roles of women. and minorities become more pronounced in domestic 
and foreign policy, the rhetoric of both groups (women and minorities) 
should become increasingly important as a source of rhetorical study. 



Statement of the Problem 

The problem is two-fold. First, as the rtetorical analysis will 
reveal, the Women's Movement seems to have failed in drawing the 
positive attention and interest of black American females that it has 
from females in the majority culture. Second, the rhetoric studied 
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Indicates that even those African-Americans who favor the 
Movement concur that the larger Feminist' Movement does not 
meet the specific needs of black .women. 

Prom this general problem, several. controversies seem 
to have arisen. The controversies form the foundation for 
three research questions ansviered In this study: 

1. Does the rhetoric reveal significant similarities and 
differences between black and Khlte American wooen In 
relation to the Women's Movement?. 

2. Does the rhetoric of black spokespersons advocate black 
women joining the larger Women's Liberation Movement or 
working separately to accomplish rights of Afrlcan- 
i^erlcan Komen? 

3. How has the nature and form of the rhetorlc„of the pre- 
sent Women's Liberation Movement affected African- 
American response to the movement? 

A communication gap seems to exist between cultures on 
the subject of the Women's Movement. Analyzing responses of 
the chosen rhetors to the three research questions should pro- ^ 
vide clues for solutions to the existing problem of black 
females and the Women's Movement. 

Procedures and Methodology 
Procedures 

After Identifying the problem and reviewing the rhetoric 
of Women's Liberation, the topic wes limited to messages of 
Chlsholn." Morrison, and Staples on the present Women' s Movement, 
Tnree research questions were formulated that were bg^sed around 
issues which emerged from the rhetoric. The research quectlons. 
were clearly geared toward rhetorical connunl cation theory. 
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Methodology and specific criteria based on Molefl Asante's 
^Afrocentrlc theory of criticism were chosen to analyze and 

2 ' 

criticize the rhetoric on the Women's I^lberatTlon llovement. • 
The particular rhetoric under. study was largely taken from . 
reliable printed sources. In some cases, however, audio and 
visual material, personal letters, and an Informal interview 
were used to collect the data. 

Methodology 

.The chosen methodology and specific criteria are believed. ' 
to be appropriate for the particular rhetoric under observation. 
Ascites Afrocentric methodology is based on the concept of 
utilizing African rather than European history and' experiences 
as the center of rhetorical arguments when studying ^jbl a ck 
rhetors and audiences.. He proposes that standard methods of 
criticism such as Aristotelian and Neo-Arlstotelian concepts^ 
which are often treated as universalities, have European 
cultural roots. If all universalities arise out of aulturcs. 
then to apply one set of measurements to the peculiarities of 
another culture's art is asking "... the apple to compare 
to the mango's sweetness and softness."^ Asante advocates 
studying black rhetoric using Afrocentric philosophy, because it 
dispenses with imported views and places African-American 
speakers and black audiences at the center of the rhetorical 
process. ' - 
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Af^ocentrlc criteria proposed by Asante Is not unique 
m terms of content as much as. In terms of In^terpretatlon. 
While the criteria is based on faltiy standard rhetorical 
theory, it is defined In terms'of ^ blhck worldvlew. The 
crlterfa used consists of: Theme, Audience Composition, 
and Speaker's Presence.^ The theme deals with the recurring 
statements on majors issues of the Women's Liberation Movement 
in the case of this paper. Asante refers to Audience Composl- 
tlon-in ternis .of three groups— the living, the ancestors, and . 
the unborn audience and Infers that black speakers have hopes 
•and commitments to all three types of audiences. Speaker's 
Presence deals with the Person (source), and the Speech, (message ) 
Tl 2 speech contains six components. The first three components 
are Style, Logic, and Emotion* which are familiar terms in 
rhetorical' theory with the .exception that they are analyzed here 
from a black worldviewC The fourth component is Tndlrection 
which is described as a round-about way of getting to the 
central point.-beatlng, not around, but on the bosh. Appeal 
to Folklore is a fifth coapoi^ent which places emphasis on thp 
African past and black ^culture. A sixth component. Memory of 
the Past, is remejaberlng the culture; what the elders said, 
and how they sound in content and delivery. 

Tne rhetoric of Chi sholn, Morrison, and Staples was 
:nalyzed on the first research question.^ Does the rhetoric 
reveal significant similarities and differences between black 



.er|c i 0 



and Khlte American women In relation to the Womeh^s Movement? 
While Chlsholm noted more differences than similarities between 
black and white females ♦ she tended to devote equal attention 
to both similarities and differences • Morrison, on the other 
handt tended td* Ignore similarities altogether and stress dlf- 
ferences only. Staples ^ndted slmllarlties^'but placed more 
emphasis on differences In black anl. white feminist concerns* 
(See Appendix A for a list of similarities and differences noted 

■s 

by the ^three rhetors)* 

The rhetoric of Chlsholm, Morrison, and Staples was also 
analyzed on the second research questloh^^ Does the rhetoric 'of 
black spokespersons advocate black women Joining the larger 
Women^s Liberation Movement or working separately to accomplish 
rights of African-American women? Chlsholm Indicated that 
black females should Join forces with white females in the ^ 
Women^s Liberation struggle* She indicated that, black women 
need to work both separately and in unison with other American 
females* By contrast, Morrison's rhetoric Indicates 'Ihat the 
Women's Movement is not neede^t^ She calls for a human move- . 
ment instead* Staples suggests that bl^ck women need female 
liberation but should work separately from white feminists* 

The third research question dealt more specifically with 
the effects of the^ rhetoric*' How has the nature and form of 
the rhetoric of the present Women' s .Liberat ion Movement 
affected African-American response to the Movement? Cnlshblm 
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perceives the effect of womfen^'s rhetoric as positive; In- 
dlcatlng t^at she has experienced more Sexism than racism 
from black and white men. The congress;*oman believes that 
Women's Liberation rhetoric has caused black American females 
to gain increased political Interest and experience. Writer. 
Tonl Korrlson tends to percelve^the effects negatively. She 
urges' that black men and women need to shoW compassion toward 
each other and work for commpn, more humane concerns. Staples' 
rhetoric also perceives Women's Liberation rhetoric as affect- 
ing black females, adversely.' According to the sociologist, 
black .women have recently used women's rhetoric to attack 
their own men. rather than the system which suppresses minorities 

and women. ' ^ ' . 

In addition to analyzing messag^for content, the' three 
spokespersons were ranked In two major categories— best 
rhetorical effort and best: Afrocentrlc effort made by the ^ 
rhetors. Rhetorical effort was based on standard communication 
and persuasion theory rather than effects. Afrocentrlc effort 
was judged m terms of whether or not Issues were lnt€?rpreted 
'from a black worldvlew.- Each time, Chlsholm railked hl^er 
on rhetorical effort fqr each of the three research questions • 
treated -because she had appeal to broader audiei^ceS ^^lle 
Horrlson and Staples surpassed her on each; research question 
in being more Afrocentrlc. While either ^may have been z^ore 
Afrocentrlc on a particular question, both Morrison and Staples 
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tended to rank equally hlg^ on Afrocentrlc effort overall 
on the three research questions analyzed, with Chlsholm 
trailing in this area. (See Appendix B for rankings on each 
of the three questions), 

Ma, ^or Findings 

As indicated earlier, this paper should be considered a 
report of findings of a rhetorical study rather than a 
rhetorical study Itself with numerous., specific statements 

<^ * » * 

given by rhetors. In general, the study yielded two na J or 
findings. Fl ret, rhetors caiisholm, Morrison, and Staples 
noted more differences than similarities between black and - 
white females, hive varying opinions on Tnether black women 
shoiad join with white women in the Women's Movement struggle, 
and disagree on whether the Impact of feminist rhetoric has 
had a positive or negative effect on the black community. 
Secondly, it was found that Afrocentrlc methodology contributed 
significantly to rhetorical theory in studying the social 
movement.; The writer found Afrocentrig" philosophy more mean- 
ingful in term's of interpretation from'' a black worldvl^w than 
in terms of unique criteria, ' . \ 

Implications 

The overall problem of black females hot joining with 
white females in the Women's Movement seems to be a cross- 
cultural communication problem. Thus approaching the issue 
from a communication standpoint seems to be an appropriate strategy 
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' "~ Base7on the "rhetors "^^t^^^^ 

American ««en do not perceive the Women's Liberation Movement 
wmeettts thelr-speclflc..,nee4<..,,,.,.vm^^^^^ 

Lpllcatlons of the study regarding the Feminist Hovement and 
our general coBDunlcatlon behavior regarding movement Issues? 
on the issue of sexlsa. perhaps both males and females can 
avoid defensive attitudes If «e perceive a pro-women vle«- 
pomt as not necessarily representing an anti-male posture 
and vice versa. The same concept can be applied to race In 
regard to Women's Llberatlol, concerns. A black «orldvle« on 
the part of African-American females may nob necessarily re- 
present an antl-«hlte perception O^ the Issues and vice versa 

'■lie Homen's Movement theme of Aema,ndln« sexual equality 
with men is comprehensive and complicated. It Is powerful 
• enou^ to affect every fiber of American life. Women's 
Movement concerns have certainly caused a stir In the black 
American community. The overall Implications may not be 
known for a long time.- 
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^Molefl K. Asante, "Af rocentrlclty as Method In Discourse 
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Assocjlatlon Convention, San Antonio, Texas, (November, 1979) 
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APPENDIX A 
LIST OF SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES 



The foil Cfwing Tlst^are"VuiTriaries of parap'hl^sed "sin-iilTriti cs and 
differences that surfaced in the rhetoric of Shirley Chisholm. Toni 
-^torrisoA*. and. Robert Sla^ ^^^.^ T"^^^^''^*^^'' analysis and criti- 

cism. The lists of generalizations should be thought of as "tendencies" 
rather than "allness" statements by the rhetors. The reeder should re- 
alize (as the rhetors did) that exceptions exist to all generalizations: 

*5HIRLEY CHISHOLM 



Similarities ; 

1. All wo:nen suffer sexual 
discrimination. 

2. All women are interested in 
stock women's issues such 
as day care denters, family 
planning, f^hting job re- 
lated distJrimi nation, fair 
handling of rape cases, etc. 

3. Sexual discrimination hurts 
all men as well as all women. 

4. All women are their worst 
enemies at times in feeding 
sexual oppression. 



♦Note: Chisholm mentions more 
differences but tends to stress 
similarities & differences 
'stmultoneo'jsly. 



Differences : 

1. Black women suffer the twin 
jeopardies of seoc & race. 

2. Since most black wom^n are not 
middle-class or professional, the 
Women's Movement does not meet 
many of their needs. , 

3. The Women's Movement ccv;nplays 
religion while many black fer.ales 
respect it. 

4. Unlike white females, black women 
do not have the econorvc choice 
of whether or not they want to 
work. 

5. Black females usually do not in- 
terpret motherhood as oppressive 
as some white females tend to do. 

6. Black females suffer rejection 
from their own men bei=use of the 
dominant media's white western 
standards of beauty .El acK fe- 
males who do not meet the stand- 
ards often suffer low self-:oncept. 

• 

7. Black women suffer rejection be- 
cause of their strength i independ- 
ence— needed to avoid racial ex- 
tinction when black men were more 
severely oppresseri. 
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TONI MORRISON 
Simnarltles t Differences; 

1. White feminists stress material 
and professional concerns while 
black women are largely inter- 
ested in humane, spiritual, & 
survival issues.. * 

2. The Women's F'ovement downplays 
religion while many black fe- 
males respect it. 

3. Black females usually do not in- 
terpret motherhood as oppressive 

• ' " , as some white females tend 'to do. 

•4. Black females suffer rejection 
from their own men because of 
, ^ the dominant media's white 

western standards of beauty. 
Black females who do not meet 
the standards often suffer low 
self-concept. 

5. Black women suffer rejection be- 
cause of their strength i inde- 
pendence—needed to avoid racial 

■ extinction when black men were 
more severely oppressed. 

6. Black females are highly indivi- 
dualistic & dislike classifica- . 

. ■ . tions such as "women's libbers." 

7. White feminist rhetoric tends to, 
be hostile toward all men. Black 

— women are sti 11 committed to 

heterosexual relationships. 

8. Based on past history, it is sus- 
pected that white females will 
use their race to get ahead at 
the expense of black feirales. 
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Slmllarltlest Differences, (continued); 

9. Black females already have the in- 
, . dependence that white females now 

' * seek. 

10. Black females have always main- 
tained the friendships & "sister- 
hood" that white femaUs now seek. 

. This was also needed to survive. 

11. The largely white Women's Move- 
ment is contradictory. Profes- 
sional 1>*omen seek liberation 
while leaving menial tasks to 

" minority females. 

12. The Women's Movement is in compe- 
tition i conflict with the Black 
Movement. 

13. Black females are different, be- 
cause they view themselves differ 
ently and are viewed differently 
from white females. 



ROBERT STAPLES 



Simnarities ; 

1. In the past, both black Ameri- 
cans and women have accepted 
their subordinate role, thus 
contributing to thetr 

' exploifation. 

2. Blacks and women are dis- 
criminated against because 
of physical traits (skin 
color & sex). 

3.. AH women & minorities, have 
been socialized into inferior 
occupational roles. 



Differences. ; 

1. Black females often suffer triple 
burdens of poverty, racism, & 
sexism. 

2. - White femaUs are Jnoide the system 

with the oppressor while black fe- 
males remain outside with no in- 
'fluence or economic clout. 

3. White i black women have different 
goals. One wants "in" the job mar- 
ket while the latter wants "out. 

4. Black females usually do not inter- 
pret motherhood as oppressive as 
some white ferules tend to do. 
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ROBERT STAPLES (Continued) 



Similarities ; 

4. Both women & African- 
Americans have suffered 
oppressive language. Women 
were called "Girls'"^ were 
Identified by "Mrs." or 
"Mlss^' when no distinctions 
were made for. men. Black 
males were called "Boys." 

5. Women & minorities have the 
same enemies: Southerners, 
conservatives, male legis- 
lators, literal Interpreters 
of the Bible & established 
politicians fearful of dis- 
turbing the balance of 
power. 



Differences (continued); 



O 



5. 



6. 



Black females suffer rejectTon from" 
their own men because of the domi- 
nant media's white western stand- 
ards of beauty. Black females who 
do not meet the standards often 
suffjer low self-concept. 

Black men reject black women be- 
cause society has forced the latter 
to be strong & Independent to sur- 
vive. Thus the history of black 
women is different. 



7. The oppression of black men hurt 
black women because it allowed 
the latter to be exploited more 
sexually & demeaned in white 
kitchens. 

8. Based on past history, it is sus- 
pected that white females will 

use their race to get ahead at the 
expense of black females. 

9. Black females already have the in- 
dependence that white females now 
seek. 

10. The Women's Movement is in competi- 
tion i conflict with the Black 
.Movement. 



11. 



Sexual oppression is a matter of 
Interpretation "(roles may be dif- 
ferent but equal); racial dlscrimi- 
natio n of all minorities is a matter 
of fact. ~ : 



12. 



A severe shortage of black men has 
caused interpersonal problems in 
.black female/male relations. Fight- 
ing black men over sexual rights. - 
will cause more division. The so- 
cial situation differs for blacks. 



APPENDIX B 



' Wietorical crUiclstn of tht quest1on--tk«» the rhetoric reveal ifgnlflcant 
Slfflilarttiej and differences between bUck and white American women in re- 
lation to the Hotnen's Hovtfftent? 



tenORICAL EFFORT 
Chlsholm HorrUon Staples 


AFROCENTRIC EFFORT 
Chlsholir Horrlton Stiples 
1.1 1 


CompasUlon 13 i 


12 1 


ferson 111 


1 1 1 


^tvl# 12 2 


3 11 


logic 3 2 1 


1 1 1 


Emotion 1 ' ^ 


2 1 1 


Indirection ♦ 3 2 


2 1 


Folklore 1 

Past Kemory 1 2 « 


1 1 1 


6CH) ^ 2(U) 6(1$) 

Itorc ^ Less 
Appropriate :f Appropriate 
Rhetorical ^ J KS^:^"^ 
Effort 


5(1$) 6(ls) 8(ls) 

Afro- ^ ^ ^ 
■centric / 
Effort ^ Effort 





1 - Best Effort : : 

2 ■ Good Effort 

• • pSrposefully t appropriitely uses direction versus indirection. 
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BK»tftr<rat Cr^MeliiB of the Question—Does the rhetoric "of black jpofces 

pJrwM Sv?clte biSck wSen^olnln^ the larger terien', Liberation Movement 
or working separately to accorapliih rights of African-American women? 



Theme 



- RHETOItlCAL EFFORT 
Chisholm Morrison Staples 
2 



1 



AFRDCENTRIC EFFORT 
Chlsholtn Morrison Staples 
2 1 2 ^ 



Audience 

Composifion 



Person 



Style 



Loaic_ 



Emotion 



Indirection 



Folklore & 
Past Memory 



6(U) 4(ls) 3(ls) 



1(1) 6(2s) 8(1s) 4(ls) 4(2s) 



^ A Less 

Appropriate 
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